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Wilma Rudolph (1940–1994)
Wilma Rudolph was born on June 23, 1940 and died on November 12, 1994, in Saint Bethlehem,
Tennessee. Shortly after her birth her family moved to Clarksville, Tennessee. Her father Ed
worked as a railway porter and did odd jobs in Clarksville, while her mother, Blanche, worked as
a maid in Clarksville homes.
At age 5 she contracted polio in her left leg. Doctors told her parents that the child would
probably never walk. However, she was given a leg brace to help her stand.
She was taken to Meharry Medical College, the closest historically black hospital, where she got
weekly treatments. One therapy the doctors prescribed was leg massage. For two years, this was
done every day by one of her relatives.
Through the use of these techniques, by age 12 Wilma was able to walk, play basketball, and
run.
She became a talented basketball player for the segregated Burt High School. She took up
running to pass the time between basketball seasons. Coach Ed Temple from Tennessee State
University, always scouting for talent, watched her playing basketball one day and was
immediately impressed with her natural ability. He invited Wilma to attend the upcoming
summer camp for athletics on the Tennessee State University campus.
Further impressed by her efforts in the camp sessions, the coach invited Wilma to practice with
the Tigerbelles, the TSU women’s track and field team. She began participating at age 14, 2
years before she would graduate from high school.
At age 16 the youngest member of the U.S. Olympic team entered the Melbourne, Australia 1956
games. She was unable to qualify for the 200-meter run. However, she and her Tigerbelle
teammates took the bronze in the 4 X 100 meter relay.
Rudolph became pregnant in 1958 by Robert Eldridge. The child was named Yolanda. She was
also married in 1961 to William "Willie" Ward, a member of the North Carolina College at
Durham track team. After her graduation from Tennessee State in 1963 Rudolph married Robert
Eldridge, her high school sweetheart, and father of Yolanda. Both marriages ended in divorce.
The 1960 Rome Olympics was coming up. Wilma saw prospects were good, so she entered. In
Rome’s Stadio Olimpico she qualified for the 100 and the 200 meter sprints as well as the 4 ×
100-meter relay. Rudolph, who won a gold medal in each of these events, became the first
American woman to win three gold medals in a single Olympiad. She later stated that she
dedicated her efforts to Jesse Owens, the star of the 1936 games in Berlin. Jesse was her most
important inspiration during her athletic years.
By coincidence, the Rome Olympics were the first to be covered by television. As a result,
Wilma instantly became a superstar. Following the Games, Wilma made many appearances and
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received several honors, including the Associated Press Female Athlete of the Year Award in
both 1960 and 1961. She appeared on TV shows including To Tell the Truth and the Ed Sullivan
Show.
At this time she, like Jesse Owens, decided to retire while she was at the top of her game. No
future Olympics would ever outshine the games of 1960.
She had definite ideas in the area of civil rights. Rudolph's hometown of Clarksville celebrated
"Welcome Wilma Day" on October 4, 1960, with a full day of festivities. Because Rudolph
adamantly insisted, her homecoming parade and banquet became the first fully integrated
municipal events in the city's history. An estimated 1,100 attended a banquet in her honor.
She graduated in 1963 from TSU with a degree in Elementary Education. As money-making
opportunities were few in the world of running, she became an elementary teacher.
In 1963, Rudolph once again helped with the struggle for integration in Clarksville. This time
issue was segregation in local restaurants. The protestors a won a clear victory: the mayor
quickly integrated all city facilities including the restaurants.
Rudolph’s life inspired younger generations. She once stated,
"Winning is great, sure, but if you are really going to do something in life, the
secret is learning how to lose. Nobody goes undefeated all the time. If you can
pick up after a crushing defeat, and go on to win again, you are going to be a
champion someday.”
On November 12, 1994 she died of brain cancer. Her funeral service was held at Edgefield
Missionary Baptist Church in Clarksville, Tennessee. A memorial service was held in Kean Hall
at TSU.
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